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Abstract 
The article discusses the 5-string kantele as an example of the Finnish national heritage and its use as a teaching 
device in kindergartens and music schools. The article focuses on creative orientation and improvisation of kantele 
playing in one day care center. A qualitative case study was made in which the teacher supported six children aged 5-
6 to improvise and use their creativity to make music at a particular moment. The research problem was to discover 
which aspects of musical learning and improvisation can be seen when children compose a song or a melody with a 
5-string kantele. The research method used was observation during composing and interviews after the group 
composing sessions. The process and performances were videotaped and analyzed. The results present the reactions 
of the children and their interests in music and abilities to concentrate on making their own music. The creative 
es. The 5-string 
kantele is suitable for early music education and early musical improvisation. Group composing increases social 
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1. Theoretical background 
The aim of this study was to determine which aspects of musical learning and improvisation can be 
seen when children compose a song or melody with a 5-string kantele (Finnish zither). In earlier times, all 
people participated in musical activities. In the past, the environment of children was filled with living 
song. Adults sang to children when putting them to bed, feeding or dressing them, and comforting them. 
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Mothers sang to their children while sitting them on their laps, rocking children from side to side. 
Children learned their musical language as they learned to speak and even before. All children sang 
environment encouraged singing more. Singing and improvising was part of work and leisure. One person 
sometimes sang songs but groups also sang them. Samuli Paulaharju describes collective song making:  
living room around the fireplace until the bedtime and song making was their leisure and work. When a 
new song was finished and Sunday came the song was sent forward along the village road and then to fly 
 
Our present music culture does not provide many opportunities for children to improvise or make their 
own music. Instead, much more importance is placed on the shared reproduction of well-known music. 
conscious experience" is essential to be noticed in arts education. According to Jackson (1995), a 
Deweyan perspective on arts education encourages students to create their own expressive objects and 
artifacts. This article is based on a short project in which preschool children were taught how to compose 
their own music and lyrics. The idea was to support the culture of improvisational song making and 
explain some basic elements of notation for the children.  
1.1. Kantele   a source of well-being and creativity 
The origins of this very old plucked string instrument may be found in the Middle East, but as a 
member of the Baltic psalteries, the kantele is a unique instrument representing Finnish culture. 
Nowadays there are several types of kanteles; the largest version has 39 strings and a tuning mechanism, 
and it is used in all types of music such as folk music, classical and popular music. The kantele is 
mentioned in the Kalevala songs, the Finnish national heritage of folk music and poems collected by Elias 
Lönnrot and published as the national epic, Kalevala in 1849. It has been estimated that approximately 
2500-3000 years ago there occurred a major new development in the culture of proto-Finnic groups living 
near the Gulf of Finland. The result of this development, according to Anneli Asplund (2000), a 
researcher of the Finnish folk music and tradition, took the form of a unique type of song characterized by 
alliteration and parallelism, as well as by an absence of stanza structure. The poetic meter of these songs 
was a special trochaic tetram
typically had four or five stresses, and the melodies covered a narrow range, usually consisting of only 
five notes. 
There are two kanteles and two poems about the birth of the kantele in the Kalevala (1989), and 
Väinämöinen, the main character in the national epic, has a major role in both of them. The first Kantele 
is created when three mighty Kalevala heroes, Väinämöinen, Ilmarinen and Lemminkäinen, set out to 
ding to the Kalevala (1989), the one who possesses the magical Sampo device 
 
away.  In the course of the journey to Pohjola, the boat that belongs to the three heroes runs aground on 
the shoulders of a giant pike. Väinämöinen kills the pike, and fashions a fabulous kantele from its 
jawbone. No one else is able to play the instrument, but mighty Väinämöinen holds all living things 
spellbound with his playing. The Kantele was a new invention, the first instrumental sound to be heard in 
the air. The music Väinämöinen played was so powerful that the entirety of living nature wanted to listen 
to it (Kalevala 1989). The other poem tells about the wooden kantele and its five strings that are made 
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The 5-string kantele was about to disappear at the beginning of the 1950s, but nowadays it has an 
important role in Finnish music culture and education. The new interest in Finnish folk music began in 
the village of Kaustinen, where the first Folk Music Festival took place in 1968. Professor Martti Pokela 
worked on folk music in the Sibelius Academy and music teacher education during the 1970s and 1980s 
and established the folk music department in the Sibelius Academy in 1983 together with Professor 
Heikki Laitinen (Ruokonen, 2003). 
The original playing style of small kanteles from Savo and Karelia areas has survived until today. In 
that style, the hands rest against both sides of the instrument. The strings are never damped, except in 
some cases to produce special sounds, so they can ring as long as possible or they are played again. That 
makes the sound last long and creates a hum and rattle an important element of the musical tissue 
(Laitinen, 2010, 129).  
Because of the variety of kanteles, there are also many other playing techniques today. The 5-string 
kantele is a great instrument to begin with because of its suitable size, gentle sound and tuning close to 
the central register of the human voice (d1 a1). Playing a chord is also quite easy even for small children, 
so the kantele makes playing fun and interesting. 
Playing the 5-string kantele began in the kindergartens and schools in the 1980s. Th
by kindergarten teacher, Maija Simojoki, who also published the first kantele tutorials together with Ritva 
Ollaranta. In early music education, the 5-string kantele has become one of most popular instruments. It 
can be used both as an accompaniment instrument, played by the teacher, or as an instrument played by 
the children. The kantele can be played even in infant music groups, but it is most common with the 
children aged six years (Tenhunen, 2010, 301).  
The kantele is a part of a journey to the sources of creativity. Improvisation has always had an 
important role in the kantele tradition. The magical sound of the instrument helps the musician to go with 
the flow and let the music live freely. Laitinen (2010, 17) describes how hundreds of people of all ages, 
who had never played any instrument, became enchanted by the 5-string kantele in the 1980s when a 
project on behalf of the kantele was started. The people touched the strings carefully one by one so that 
new sounds filled the air and suddenly there was an infinite number of melodies and original music. It 
was impossible to stop playing. Laitinen says that there is a complete alternative music pedagogy hidden 
in the kantele (Laitinen, 2010, 17). 
1.2. Group composing  bringing musical ideas together 
According to Glover (2000, 131), group work in composing has different meanings for children of 
different ages and making music in groups spontaneously is a part of the innate musical behavior 
especially for pre-school age children. When children develop musically, group work can offer the 
experience of mixed timbres and textures, rhythmic coherence, and music layered in pitch and harmony. 
Composing in groups allows ensemble music to be made, solo and tutti parts, rhythm or continuo 
sessions. The more room there is for diversity in a composing group, the more children as a musical 
community can thrive because there is a constant stream of ideas to build on the composition (Glover 
2000, 131). 
Group composing is related to inquiry-based learning because of its experimental nature. Small 
children, who might not have tried to compose before, can be encouraged to belong to a familiar group 
and learn things together. When a child feels that the atmosphere is safe and positive and notices that 
his/her ideas are taken seriously, the natural curiosity to learn by doing occurs and can lead to creative 
expression. An essential part of working as a group is communication. A young student has to learn how 
to listen to the others and get his/her own opinions heard. In a well-balanced group, there are moments of 
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great activity, but also space and time to relax and think. In addition to communicative skills, group 
learning develops concentration and the shared moments of joy and success increase self-confidence. As 
Heinonen (1995, 24) states, all forms of creative activity, artistic as well as scientific, are ways to 
communicate with other people. Composing is fundamentally based on just this need (Heinonen, 1995, 
24). 
Gary E. McPherson (1994, 154-155) describes five aspects of musical performance. First, musical 
performance can be distinguished by the visual orientation of a performance in which the player plays 
music from notation at first sight, or performs music using notation that has been rehearsed or performed 
occurs when a musician performs a work learned aurally from a live or recorded model. A musician 
strives either to perform a work without music that has been previously learned from notation or to play 
by ear. Finally, there is the creative orientation, in which musicians create or improvise their own music 
even as they perform (McPherson, 1994, 154-155). 
According to Ruokonen (2003), it is usually at the preschool age that children who perform music with 
a 5-string kantele use these orientations of musical performance, but it is in a way that is specific to their 
young age. They primarily start with creative improvisation and use combined aural and visual 
orientation; visual orientation they use mostly for imitation and for learning easy notation or picture 
scores. Aural orientation is most common among children when they have learned their performance by 
aural imitation combined with the visual information displayed by the teacher. Some children learn to 
play and perform by ear more easily than others do. Children are often eager to improvise with the 
kantele, and they can create their own melodies and obligatos, for example, in performed rondo forms 
(Ruokonen, 2003). 
According to Rosalind McMillan (1992, 258-259) the great advantage of improvisation lies in the 
musical values gained by young musicians when they are allowed to express themselves. For the teacher, 
the benefits lie in the pleasure of teaching enthusiastic pupils, and the wonderful relief of being liberated 
from the role of disciplinarian and instead becoming a facilitator. Aelwyn Pugh and Lesley Pugh (1998, 
50) speak about music pedagogy in which teachers prepare and help their pupils to experiment and play 
with sounds to help them gain more confidence in their improvisation and composition. 
According to a study on the use of kantele in music playschools in Finland, improvisation is used in 
the kantele groups, but mostly for enlivening stories or pictures by creating effects with the kantele. 
Question-answer tasks were also used quite often. Still almost 13% of the respondents reported that there 
is little or no improvisation in the lessons. Some said that they start playing by improvising, while some 
prefer to focus on it later (Aarno-Kaisti, 2006, 166). 
Ruokonen (2003) sees music, singing, kantele playing and song making as a natural part of each 
kind
might find that kindergarten daily activities could be more relaxing and the well-being of children would 
improve. Singing and rhymes can be part of the everyday routines. Music is also easy to integrate into 
various activities like painting, movement, literature and drama (Ruokonen, 2003). 
Rebecca Berkley (2004) describes teaching and learning in composing as related to problem-solving 
skills. She says that the teacher is training the students by giving instructions and teaching compositional 
consists of managing the physical environment and resources, as well as the intellectual environment to 
promote creativity, diligence and individuality. In addition, the teacher facilitates problem-solving skills, 
conceptual understanding of composing and the disposition to be creative. (Berkley, 2004, 248.) In 
problem-solving students should be given opportunities to be imaginative, adventurous and open to new 
ideas. They should also feel autonomy, independence and ego-strength, and learn to cope with complex 
and ambiguous problems in composing (Cropley, 2001, 148). 
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Although children are full of creativity, there are many concepts that someone has to explain to them 
and demonstrate before they can use their potential. This research can be seen as the first step to 
composing using experimental improvisation method. It has to be noted that, in many cases, 
in music playschools showed that before the improvisation becomes successful it has been practiced and 
repeated many times wi  
2. Study design 
The purpose of this study was to examine and describe children's compositions and the interactions 
that transpired within their six-person group. To study the issue there was a project in which the teacher 
supported a small group of children aged 5-6 to improvise and use their creativity to make music at a 
particular moment. The research problem was to discover which aspects of musical learning and 
improvisation can be seen when children compose a song or a melody with a 5-string kantele. 
A qualitative case study was carried out in one day care center with six 5-6 year-old children. The 
research method used was observation during the group composing sessions and small discussions with 
the children afterwards. The process and performances were videotaped, observations were written down 
in a form pedagogical diary and sessions were content analyzed by using qualitative theory based 
methods in classification. Research material was analyzed and the most typical episode descriptions were 
written to describe the different orientations found in the composing sessions. For better reliability, the 
two observers were used in the classroom for observing and analyzing the data. 
3. Results 
The research material was analyzed by using the McPherson model (1994) of five aspects of musical 
performance. Three elements of this model could be found in this research material: creative, visual and 
aural orientation to group composition. In addition, we found that the social orientation was obviously 
important when creating songs in a group. The social aspect has also been noticed also in research 
roup 
composition in the classroom. The research suggests that the pupils value their works of music for the 
aesthetic qualities but also for the social and personal experience of its production and distribution. It is 
important with whom the music is composed, how the co-operation progresses and for whom the 
composition is played (Faulkner, 2006, 120). In the following, first, the episode-analyzed descriptions of 
the composition sessions are introduced and second the theory-based analyzed classifications of the 
composition process are presented. 
3.1. Orientations found in the research data of musical composing sessions 
Figure 1 shows the main results of the orientations that were found during the composing sessions of 
the pre-school children with the 5-string kantele. Teachers introduced, played and sang a melody by ear, 
and asked the children to improvise their own version of the melody on the kantele by embellishing and 
varying it using the rondo technique. After creating the lyrics for the songs, the visual orientation guided 
the composing process. At the first lesson, the teachers showed children how to transcribe the original 
version of their song into musical notation. The social co-operation was the main principle in creating 
new ideas, and orientations were most often present at the same time and it was difficult to separate them 
from each other. In the following text, the orientations are marked with the following signs: CO = 
creative orientation, VO = visual orientation, AO =aural orientation, and SO =social orientation. 
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3.1.1. First session Orientations 
In the first lesson, the teachers reminded the children how to play the basic chord, D major, pluck the 
strings in a scale and make some easy accompaniments. Then they introduced them to a rhyme to which 
the children were expected to compose a melody. The rhythms and lyrics of the rhyme were already 
written on the whiteboard and there were different colored and numbered notes for each string of the 
kantele (d1-a1) that the children could attach to the cardboard (VO). The rhyme, which describes a little 
bird dancing on ice, was first split into small parts (two bars) and the rhythms and the lyrics were spoken 
lyrics. After that, the children tried to find a suitable melody for each two bars by working as pairs 
(AO+SO). The children seemed to be excited about the task and were eager to play their own part to the 
others. The last two bars were composed together. The small two-bar compositions were combined to a 
piece of music that could be sung and played with the 5-string kanteles (AO). The children had a chance 
to work by themselves using experimental ways to play the instrument. They were taught to think of the 
rhythm of the lyrics, but otherwise the teachers did not interrupt or give any advice about composing. The 
only other direction that the teacher gave was to say that the song should end on the basic note, d.   
The melody that the children created together was very well-suited to the rhyme. It was not the easiest 
solution because all five strings were used and there were some difficult intervals in the melody. 
However, the children were so motivated and interested in playing their own music, that they managed 
the task well. Although the melody was built from parts, they happened to interlock quite naturally. It is 
still good to remember that the idea was to encourage the children to make a melody, not to try to make it 
professional (CO). This is why the melody was not criticized; instead, the children received only very 
positive feedback (CO). A good, useful melody was a nice surprise for the teachers and showed that the 
children of this age, 5-6 years, are able to make their own music and understand the basic structure of a 
simple piece of music.  
3.1.2. Second session Orientations 
The aim of the second lesson was to create a brand new song for the group. The teachers had asked the 
children to think about the subjects about which they would like to sing. There were two ideas: a song 
about Santa Claus and Christmas elves and a song about baking gingerbread. Because of the limited time, 
the group chose to concentrate on one song in one lesson. The lyrics, written by a girl, had clear rhymes 
so it was easy to divide them into bars. The teachers helped the children to notice the differences between 
the quarter notes and the eighths (VO+AO). It was obvious that 5-6 year olds could measure how many 
notes would fit into each bar. The idea of the bars was made clear to them by comparing the bars to train 
carriages and the notes to the steps of a mother bear or a baby bear (CO). An interesting detail of the 
rhythm was that the lyrics guided to an upbeat inside the piece. This happened twice because two of the 
sentences b
whiteboard and then they were clapped and read with lyrics and rhythm names (VO+AO).  
As practiced the day before, the children worked as pairs and improvised with their kanteles 
(SO+CO+AO). Even though the little parts of melody came up quickly, the children did not choose the 
first idea that came to their minds, but really tried to find the best solution (SO+CO+AO). They seemed to 
be happy both in finding a nice intonation (AO) and in writing it down on the whiteboard using small 
note stickers (VO). Some children asked for paper so they could write down the melody and soon 
everyone was writing down not only their invention, but also the whole piece (VO). The teachers 
encouraged the children to focus on the whiteboard to sing and play the composition (VO+AO). They 
told the children that they could write the piece down later. This occurrence showed the well-known fact 
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that children at this age are very eager to practice writing (VO). It also made the teachers realize that 
looking at the whiteboard and playing at the same time was not easy for the children so in the next session 
the whiteboard was placed lower, closer to the ground level. However, there naturally was a chance to 
sing and play the song by heart and the purpose of the notation was basically to show how the melody 
could be written down and support the memory when performing. 
As expected, using this method allowed the melody to become quite difficult so the piece was sung 
and played many times (AO). Especially playing the melody properly needed more practice (AO+SO). 
Performing the song succeeded better by accompanying the singing with chords (D-major, G-major and 
A-major). To help the children the teacher showed the timing of the chords with images of berries 
(strawberry, blueberry and cloudberry). This method is very common in the teaching style of the Finnish 
kantele tradition especially in early childhood education. 
3.1.3. Third session Orientations 
In the third lesson, the approach for composing was different from in the other lessons because the 
lyrics telling about baking gingerbread cookies did not have any rhymes so the story seemed to be 
difficult to put into a melody even for an adult. Thus, the teachers decided to make a rap song in which 
the main focus would be in maintaining the basic beat to ensure that there was a very easy body 
percussion element that also brought the feeling of the rhythms used in rap music (AO+CO+SO). Even 
though the children knew the lyrics, they were quite shy to speak the lyrics aloud. This showed that they 
were not familiar with this kind of music. However, the group planned to practice the songs composed for 
their Christmas party so the children would become more confident with the songs. With this song, the 
children created together a short overture that could also be used in the middle of the song as an interlude 
(AO+CO+SO). This was the only melody composed in that lesson. Otherwise, the structure of the 
performance included solo improvisation (CO). The name of each child was mentioned in the rap part and 
after that, the person mentioned could play a solo. No one hesitated to play a melody instantly (CO). 
re would usually be one or two 
children who would decline to play, but because in this particular kindergarten music is an essential part 
overture melody, easy body percussion and improvisation, this piece of music also included three refrains 
telling about baking with suitable movements (AO+CO+SO). At the end of the lesson and the whole 
project, the children performed the two songs for their own teacher and four children (AO+CO+SO). The 
teacher gave positive feedback and asked if the children had liked composing. She promised that this kind 
of music making would be continued in this small group and with other children in the kindergarten. 
Playful instruction was used in every session to motivate children. The teacher used a composer 
puppet, Elf Tacius, and his surprise box in discussions and feedback. Children enjoyed this kind of play 
and it brought a lot of joy to the sessions; for example, after presenting their compositions during the last 
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                                                    Creative Orientation (CO) 
                                                    Improvise 
                                                    PLAY AND IMAGINE 
 
Visual Orientation (VO)                                                                 Aural Orientation (AO) 
Visual Imitation                                                                                 Play by Ear 
Previously Learned                                                                            Listen to 
Easy Notation or                                                                                Play from Memory 
Picture Notation                                                                                PLAY AND HEAR 
PLAY, WRITE, SEE                                                                              
 
               
                                                               
                                                             Social Orientation (SO) 
                                                              Co-operation 
                                                              Listening to others 
                                                              Musical problem solving  
                                                              Decision making in a group 
                                                              PLAY TOGETHER 
                                                               
 
Fig. 1. Orientations of Musical Composing with 5-String Kantele 
 
It was clear that  that children combined their creative ideas first with aural and immediately with the 
visual orientation by listening to their ideas, deciding by ear which one they preferred and then writing it 
down by using the numbers of the strings. They also worked together by sharing openly and joyfully their 
musical ideas, so the creative and social orientations were also combined with the other orientations. 
3.1.4.  
For the children, composing in groups seemed to be learning to prepare and present music, to play and 
build musical ideas and test those with the other children in a safe environment.  Some children may 
prefer their music to remain private, but we did not notice any such tendencies. All children were willing 
to share their musical ideas and try different kind of combinations of the sounds. During the process we 
noticed that children needed composing notepapers for the purposes of reflection and memorizing the 
melody they had composed. It was also easier to play from their own notes that were near the kantele on 
the floor where they were playing.  Rehearsing and presenting the songs for their kindergarten teacher and 
the other children challenged the children; when they realized that their music was valued and enjoyed, it 
brought another dimension to their composing work. We noticed a lot of concentration and joy in the 
work and co-operation. Their self-confidence in music seemed to grow and when asked about 
their experiences they responded that they were satisfied and happy.   
4. Conclusions 
The purpose of this study was to examine and describe children's composing and the interactions that 
transpired within their six-person group. The learning process was very successful and children could 
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really use their creative potential as music makers.  Many orientations were found during the composing 
sessions and they were mostly connected and inspired by each other.   
The music culture of day care centers begins mainly with kindergarten teachers and their ways of 
creating a musically rich and living environment together with the children and their parents. There is a 
great challenge to music education for kindergarten teachers to make experiences for students so that they 
realize that the words, lyrics and melodies exist in every person. 
We have an enormous number of resources for spontaneous music situations in our music education in 
improvising for instance in Kalevala style, traditional plays, and playing the instruments such as the 5-
string kantele. The meaning of tradition is not to move back to the birch-bark culture, but to learn from 
the richness, genius, creativity and humanity of our tradition. We can apply it to our time; we can keep it 
alive, and develop and create new traditions from it. Nowadays all of our kindergarten teacher students 
learn to play the 5-string kantele. They are also encouraged to teach children to play the kantele and in 
many day care centers, kantele playing is very alive and the kantele is often used together with Orff-
instruments. The basics of kantele playing is very easy mostly due to the small range of a 5-string kantele. 
It can be tuned to a major or minor pentachord or to a pentatonic scale or to some other tuning. 
Pentachord scales lead to melodies that can be easily sung by anyone. The sound of the kantele is tender 
and soft so it combines well with singing. The instrument can also be played with some interesting effects 
and the sound can be varied by different playing techniques. 
 Many orientations of learning mentioned in the Finnish national Early Childhood Education and Care 
(ECEC) curricula and Preschool education curricula were present in this group composing design. During 
the musical sessions, children also developed their skills in mathematical skills and language. They 
learned to work in a group, listen to each other and share the ideas. Children learned to find musical 
solutions for their creative problem solving of the composing songs.  
      The results of this case study present the reactions of the children and their interests and abilities to 
ability to make their own lyrics and melodies. The 5-string kantele is suitable for early music education 
and early musical improvisation. Group composing also seems to increase social interaction in a group 
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